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Abstract 
Intense mainstream news coverage, graphic media spectacle and na­
tional political attention dominated public discussion about a local 
planning proposal to build a $3 million mosque complex in the regional 
Victorian city of Bendigo in 2014-2016. This article focuses on a study 
of Twitter and its relationship to the public issue. It employs a "geo­
social" framework to examine how the mosque controversy entered 
wider information flows and engaged political power beyond the lo­
cal. It provides contextually specific evidence of mainstream media and 
elite level actors dominating Twitter during deliberations over a local 
government planning issue. The analysis reveals how Twitter use in 
this case was shaped around legacy media logics, such as "old" news 
values and traditional power structures, rather than generating wide 
participatory public discussion and engagement on the issue. 
'A church is a church is a church' 
The Sacred Heart, one of Australia's largest cathedrals, dominates the skyline of the central 
Victorian centre of Bendigo, 150lan from Melbourne. The local Buddhist community is building 
a 50m-high Great Stupa near the town, which speaks to its religious diversity. However, from 
June 2014 to June 2016, plans to build a $3 million mosque in Bendigo were overshadowed by 
a divided and at times rancorous public debate. Council meetings were disrupted and derailed, 
violent protests were staged in the city centre and objectors took the dispute to Australia's High 
Court. According to the Bendigo Advertiser, the final, unsuccessful appeal against the Greater 
Bendigo Council's approval of the mosque "barely made it through the door" of the High Court. 
The newspaper quoted the council's planning director Prue Mansfield as declaring afterwards: "A 
church is a church is a church" (Holmes, 2016, n.p.)1 . 
Over a two-year period, the city made national headlines for the most visible backlash yet 
against an Islamic prayer centre in Australia (Stewart, 2015). The Bendigo controversy can there-
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fore be understood as an indication of the mounting international challenge to Muslims construct-
ing purpose-built mosques in Western countries (see Liu, 2012; Hooper, 2014; Abdelkadar, 2014; 
Reeves, Abbas & Pedroso, 2009; Bowe & Makki, 2015). Deliberations over mosque construction 
throughout the world share many features, including a wide range of stakeholders engaging in 
public discussion at the local level that resonates nationally, and sometimes internationally. This 
discussion increasingly takes place on social media, yet little is known about the interplay of 
mainstream media and social media on this important issue in Australia, or further afield. In re-
thinking the relationship between news media and local government, this article aims to address 
a gap by providing contextually specific evidence of Twitter use and value in a municipal mosque 
matter. 
In a digital world, local issues and the way they are discussed and "talked" about with others 
are usefully considered in terms of their position in global information networks and flows, or 
what Hess and Waller term "geo-social news" (Hess, 2013; Hess & Waller, 2014 ). The geo-social 
framework enables scholars to situate news within a specific locale and emphasises its connec-
tions to the wider social space (social, cultural and political contexts) in which media platforms 
play a role (Hess & Waller, 2014). This enables us to view "local news" not only in terms of the 
geographic territory it represents but also in terms of its "influential position in certain social 
flows and movements and as a node to the wider global news media network" (Hess, 2013, p. 49). 
A geo-social framework is valuable for this inquiry because, as Hutchins (2016, p. 26) argues, 
"specificity and context are essential in understanding Twitter's significance in use and value". 
A geo-social framework provides scope to consider how the mosque issue played out on Twitter 
at the local level and the different strategies used to gain or maintain power by the news media, 
local government and other actors, including activists and the social media platform itself. It also 
enables analysis of the way this local activity interacted with information flows and political 
power beyond the local. 
Twitter, journalism and local government 
The benefit of social media platforms such as Twitter to advanced liberal democracies is the 
subject of much scholarship and debate. On the one hand, the societal and political significance 
of social media, bloggers and the internet more broadly has been celebrated as part of a new Fifth 
Estate (Jerico, 2012; Dutton & Dubois, 2015). Murthy (2013) argues that even ifthe influence of 
ordinary people on Twitter is minimal, it can be thought of as a megaphone that makes public the 
voices ofany individual or entity (Murthy, 2013, p. 31). In this way, scholars have highlighted the 
potential of Twitter to enhance interactivity, transparency and openness of public sector entities 
and to promote new forms of accountability (see, for example, Bonson et al, 2012; Gerbaudo, 
2012). However, this thesis is increasingly under challenge as critical scholarship highlights pow-
er imbalances and the use of Twitter as a tool for dominant voices to amplify their message or 
engage with existing power structures (Djerf-Pierre & Pierre, 2016; Meyer & Tang, 2015; Bern-
hard & Dohle, 2015; Rogstad, 2016; Russell et al., 2014). For example, Rogstad's (2016) study 
of Twitter use in Norway found that while it offered a space for issues overlooked by mainstream 
media, such as news about environmental challenges and gender equality, it also contributed to 
an expansion of the elite. Twitter, she argued, had become an important platform for eloquent and 
media-savvy people outside the traditional political, economic or academic elites. 
Critical examinations of journalists' use of Twitter have found little evidence of it resulting 
in more open or participatory news forms. For example, a content analysis of tweets from local 
US news organisations found journalists mainly used Twitter as an additional platform for news 
dissemination (Meyer & Tang, 2015). In another US study, Russell et al. (2014) sought to deter-
mine who sets the news agenda on Twitter via content analysis of 1175 tweets from 40 journalists 
across eight news organisations. They concluded that journalists were more likely to use Twitter 
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as a promotional tool for their own websites than other sources. Furthermore, when they were not 
linking to their own sites, they were linking to content on other traditional news sites and inter-
acting through retweets and @mentions with other journalists rather than with public officials or 
other citizens. Some scholars suggest, however, that changes to traditional journalistic practices 
and the way people perceive or interact with journalists are developing via Twitter. Lasorsa et 
al. (2012) found journalists were more likely to express their own opinions in this forum. Bruns 
(2012, p. 100) argues that news stories shared on Twitter by a specific journalist may no longer be 
understood by readers as bearing the imprint of a trusted news organisation, but by the personal 
endorsement of that journalist. 
A number of international studies have found Twitter to be the most popular social media tool 
atthe local government level (Bonson et al., 2012; Bowman& Kearney, 2010; Ellison& Hardey, 
2013). Bonson et al. (2012) surveyed local governments across the European Union and found 
that while Twitter was the most putative platform, the use of social media was not driven by citi-
zen demand and would be unlikely to lead to a revolution in government-to-citizen relationships. 
However, they argued that those not present on social media were missing out on what citizens 
were saying about them and daily life in their municipalities. In the UK, Ellison and Hardey 
(2013) found local authorities mainly used Twitter to inform ratepayers of mundane matters such 
as cancelled bin collections, or for getting simple messages out fast. However, little attention has 
been paid to the way local governments react and respond to planning issues and controversy, or 
how councils negotiate the Twittersphere when local information attracts attention beyond their 
immediate ratepayer audience. 
Approach to research through a geo-social lens 
To position this research in a geo-social framework, our examination was first anchored in the 
geographic region of Bendigo in Victoria (population 112,8532) and local mainstream news cov-
erage of the mosque controversy. We also traced the issue on Twitter. This accords with Hutchins' 
(2016) approach to examining Twitter in terms of different political and social issues, contexts 
and practices, and in different geographic regions (Hutchins, 2016, p. 27). 
To gather contextually specific evidence of Twitter usage in relation to the council's approval 
of the Bendigo mosque, we focused our investigation on the following questions: 
1. Who were the most active agents on Twitter and w}rich accounts were retweeted 
the most in the debate about the Bendigo mosque? 
2. What patterns and themes could be detected in Twitter discussion of the proposed 
mosque and what contribution does this make to our understandings of Twitter 
practices around "local" issues and their relationship to wider political power and 
social flows? 
This research has drawn on data afforded by the cross-institutional project Tracking Infra-
structure for Social Media Analytics (TrISMA). Funded by an Australian Research Council Link-
age, Infrastructure, Equipment and Facilities grant, TrISMA "establishes a powerful new frame-
work for tracking, storing, and processing the public social media communication activities of 
Australian users at very large scale and in 'close to real time"' (Bruns et al., 2016)3. 
The study analyses Twitter activity around the Bendigo mosque planning controversy between 
February 1, 2014, andApril 1, 2016. Following ageo-social approach, we searched TrISMAfor 
discussions on the Bendigo mosque issue, retrieving any tweets that contained the words "Ben-
digo" and "mosque". As people could spell "mosque" many ways, tweets with incorrect spellings 
were not identified. Furthermore, any tweets that may have been referring to the Bendigo mosque 
issue, but did not contain these words, were not included in the analysis. The relevant data were 
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extracted from a dataset of8385 tweets by 3071 tweeters and examined from a range of perspec-
tives. 
First, the data were imported into the software program Tableau, which was used to visualise 
the most frequent tweeters for the word inclusions "Bendigo" and "mosque"; the timeline of 
tweet engagement for the word inclusions "Bendigo" and "mosque" (Figure 1), and "Bendigo" 
and "mosque" phrase frequency over three identified peaks of Twitter activity, which will be 
discussed in the analysis section of this paper as Twitter events 1, 2 and 3. The most frequently 
retweeted accounts with content that included the words "Bendigo" and "mosque" over these 
time periods were also identified. 
In addition, we reviewed the TrISMA archive for available information on mosque opponent 
and City of Greater Bendigo councillor Elise Chapman. No records could be identified because 
her account was made private or closed after the events. The research was consequently focused 
on the February 2015 evet;!t space where her commentary provoked a wider public reaction. In 
addition to isolating the timeline of engagement, the complete dataset was reviewed for inclu-
sions of @Elise_ Chapman. 
It should be noted that despite the fact that all information used for this study is in the public 
domain, as part of our ethical approach to digital data collection we chose not to identify some 
account holders. Therefore we have de-identified some Twitter handles (account names) and re-
placed them with generic descriptive information. The exception to this is when experienced 
social actors - such as politicians and journalists and their organisations - participated in the 
public debate. 
Twitter events: follow the leader? 
A timeline of Twitter feed between January 2014 and April 2016 shows a series of "troughs" 
and "peaks", which correlate with three key events in the mosque controversy. Analysis of the 
tweets posted during these periods shows they appear to follow, respoqd to or promote news 
media coverage of these events rather than being a source of or instigating media coverage (see 
Figure 1 below). 
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Twitter event 1 occurred on June 18, 2014 - the same day the council voted to approve the 
mosque proposal. A packed gallery attended this meeting which included police presence and 
protesters with placards. One councillor - a Christian man of Sri Lankan heritage - was mocked 
with Middle Eastern music and received insults from the gallery while speaking in support of the 
mosque application (Holmes, 2016). Indicative volumes based on the number of tweets according 
to the search criteria detailed in the previous section showed that from June 18 to 20 there were 
778 tweets in total (250 on June 18, 229 on June 19 and 299 on June 20). The majority of tweets 
at the beginning of the spike were from users retweeting updates from the Bendigo Weekly's live 
coverage of the council meeting - an event also covered by the Bendigo Advertiser, which kept 
its audiences updated via Twitter. 
Twitter event 2 occurred on August 29, 2015, but this time the media throng had expanded in 
size and reach. Event 2 corresponded with the first violent protests in Bendigo. About 200 people 
gathered in the city for a protest organised by the United Patriots Front, a right-wing anti-Islamic 
group. The group was met with equal numbers of left-wing supporters, including No Room for 
Racism and the Socialist Alternative. Police were forced to use capsicum spray as fighting broke 
out during the protest (Cowie, 2015). Within several days either side of the protest there were 
more than 800 tweets. The Twitter feed on August 29 was led by the retweeting of mainstream 
media tweets from the Bendigo Weekly, Bendigo Advertiser, local and state ABC news, 7 Net-
work, Nine Network and WIN-TV -all promoting news coverage of the violent protests, such as 
from Channel 7 News journalist Laurel Irving: 
RT @laurelirving7: First rallies and marches have started in Bendigo over plans for 
a mosque. #7newsMelb http://t.co/mMeJG5Jyfl 
RT @bendigoweekly: Opposing groups at the Bendigo anti-mosque protest. 
http://t.co/DX2csd3mzz 
Twitter event 3 occurred on October 10, the day of another demonstration in Bendigo organ-
ised by the United Patriots Front, which attracted 1000 people, many of whom were once again 
not "local" (Morris, 2015). 
Analysis of the Twitter coverage across these three key events indicates an amplification ef-
fect. The more authoritative voices from "outside" Bendigo contributed to the debate, the more 
they were retweeted in the discussion or generated attention to the mosque issue on Twitter. For 
example, by the time the second anti-mosque protest was due to begin in Bendigo on October 10, 
the most retweeted comments came from Victorian Premier Daniel Andrews, followed by Chan-
nel 9's reporting of protests and the cancellation of a local wine event in town in response to the 
controversy. Andrews' comments were retweeted largely by media outlets and some individual 
Twitter users such as: 
RT @3AW693: Mr Andrews on Bendigo mosque opposition: "This is not a protest 
about a building, it is basically bigotry." #springst 
The "troughs" in Twitter activity across the time period are also important to understanding 
how the issue was represented. The graph follows what Flerus and Kunz (2001) have concep-
tualised as a "shallows and rapids" style of media activity. They argue such patterns of intense, 
sensationalist, short-lived news coverage followed by longer periods of an issue being ignored 
serve to emphasise news frames of controversy and conflict. 
Twitter use reflects traditional power structures 
Five of the 10 most active Twitter users during the study period were traditional or independ-
ent news media outlets, sites or journalists, including ABC Central Victoria, ABC reporters, the 
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Bendigo Advertiser and Bendigo News. The data support findings from earlier studies that Twitter 
is used as a tool for established societal elites (politicians, news media, symbolic leaders and ce-
lebrities) to amplify or promote their message and engage with existing power structures (Parmel-
ee & Bichard, 2013; Djerf-Pierre & Pierre, 2016; Meyer & Tang, 2015; Bernhard & Dohle, 2015). 
The most prolific tweeter was Bendigo ABC journalist Peter Lenaghan. Of his 119 tweets with 
the phrases "Bendigo" and "mosque", 34 were original posts and 85 were retweets. As we will 
discuss later, retweets are often interpreted as an indication of a Twitter user endorsing a particu-
lar message or view. Lenaghan's retweets were mostly promoting stories from @abccentralvic 
or the work of a fellow Bendigo ABC reporter, rather than comments from community or key 
stakeholders, such as the council. This practice does little to create a more open or participatory 
discussion (Russell et al., 2014). Lenaghan's social media practices are representative of other 
mainstream journalists' Twitter accounts captured in this study. They reinforce findings from 
research in the US by Meyer and Tang (2015) that discovered that local journalists mainly used 
Twitter as an additional platform for news dissemination. The ABC is a national news network 
and so Lenaghan's promotional practices on Twitter also helped elevate the issue outside the "lo-
cal" space and into digital news networks. This highlights the value of a geo-social framework 
as it provides scope to acknowledge that local reporters not only cover news for a geographically 
based audience, but also play a role in wider information modes and flows. The transmission of 
news outside local geographical areas also works much faster for news that is produced by local 
outlets that are part of major news corporations that readily share stories and content across digi-
tal spaces (Hess, 2013; Hess & Walkr, 2014). 
Almost all of Lenaghan's original tweets, along with those from other news media outlets, 
were neutral in tone, demonstrating journalistic impartiality (see Zelizer & Allan, 2010, for defi-
nitional work). However, they tended to highlight events that displayed the news values of "con-
flict" or "controversy" - especially hostile council meetings, organised protests and tribunal and 
court hearings. The news media's role in emphasising conflict instead ofresolving it is well docu-
mented (Bennett, 1996; McManus, 1994; Price & Tewksbury, 1997). Journalists draw on a series 
of aclmowledged norms and conventions in shaping and disseminating news. In particular, they 
rely on a series of widely accepted "news values", of which conflict is especially important in 
the news selection process (see, for example, Ferree, 2002). The news media's Twitter coverage 
suggests that while journalists might strive for objectivity in their reporting, the practice of con-
sistently promoting stories about conflict and tension on Twitter might unintentionally create a 
distorted view on social media of the overall context in which an issue is discussed and debated in 
public forums. For example, the Bendigo Advertiser ran an article in its print and online editions 
(not Twitter) citing members of the local Muslim community as saying the mosque controversy 
was not a reflection oflife in Bendigo. It quoted medical practitioner Dr Aisha Neelam: 
Hostility to Muslims in Bendigo shown in the media and online was not matched 
by the reality in the community. "There's been a lot of propaganda surrounding 
this," she said. (Holmes, 2015a, n.p.) 
While there were positive messages in print and online stories about relations between local 
politicians and Muslim community leaders, this was not reflected on Twitter. On the same day 
the above article was published, the Bendigo Advertiser used Twitter to promote another mosque 
story by journalist Adam Holmes highlighting news values of conflict and controversy: 
RT @AdamHolmesOlO: Members of the #Bendigo Muslim community discuss 
mosque plans, while protesters drive back and forth @BgoAddy http://t.c ... 
A geo-social perspective highlights the value of context and content in examining news-relat-
ed practices. It privileges consideration of the social, cultural, natural and digital influences that 
shape journalistic practices and people's relationship to the news. It helps to reveal how local 
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journalism's relationship to global information flows and nodes such as Twitter can inadvertently 
result in stories losing their context. The print version of the report promoted on Twitter by Hol-
mes (20 l 5b) emphasised conflict in the headline, but the body of the story focused on a construc-
tive meeting between politicians and Muslim community leaders. 
Rise of the Twitter bot/cyborg/spammer? 
Three of the top 10 Twitter accounts posted or retweeted anti-Islamic and anti-mosque com-
ments. None of these accounts was open on Twitter at the time of undertaking the data analysis. 
The second most prolific tweeter during the study period was "@suspectedbot"4 - an account 
that promoted the anti-mosque message between August 2015 and February 2016. The account 
included a roll-out of tweets in August 2015: 
Bendigo mosque WHAT THEY DON'T WANT YOU TO KNOW https://t. 
co/2JhbNzawla https://t.co/uzaPnzLMQV 
"@suspectedbot" also linked to other anti-Muslim websites and retweets from the right-wing ac-
count which we have de-identified, such as this one on August 25, 2015: 
RT @right-wingorg: Left Wing Scum bum the Australian Flag at the Bendigo Stop 
the Mosque Rally and UPF Patriots charge in and start ... http:/ ... 
We argue that activity on this Twitter account, along with two other accounts in the top 10, pre-
sented "bot-like" behaviour. While it is difficult to ascertain, the accounts demonstrated Twitter 
bot, spammer activity or cyborg activity (see Chu et al, 2010, for full definitional work). These 
Twitter accounts may feature, for example, repetition of text in the messages across a user's 
history (Thomas et al., 2011) and a high number of links within a space of 20 Twitter messages 
in a given user account (Wang, 2010). This is not to say that these accounts may not have been 
previously legitimate but may have been compromised or "puppeteered" by spammers (Grier 
et al., 2010). While Twitter boasts 313 million monthly active users (Twitter, 2016), there is a 
need to review how many discreet users occupy the sphere considering the rise of fake tweets, 
anonymity, sock puppets, botnets and cyborgs that have become part of the fabric of this new 
media platform (see especially Waugh et al., 2013; Parmelee & Bichard, 2013; Chu et al., 2010). 
Augmenting this, the ability to spread misinformation and propaganda is especially evident in 
the Twittersphere, where web-based botnets command a considerable portion of Twitter traffic 
(Waugh et al., 2013, n.p.). 
J{ey events, key actors 
An analysis of all three Twitter events showed at least 80 per cent of the top retweeted ac-
counts belonged to powerful individuals, including politicians, mainstream journalists, media 
commentators and religious or cultural group leaders. We cannot identify some of the account 
holders due to privacy and ethical considerations. While some literature celebrates the democratic 
potential of Twitter to empower voices outside the mainstream, there is little evidence of this 
occurring here. Rather, it connected and amplified powerful actors in the political realm. Accord-
ing to Hutchins (2016, p. 33), a key part ofTwitter's role in the political sphere involves timing 
and responsiveness. Twitter functions as an "awareness system" (Hermida, 2010) for journalists, 
politicians and active citizens which assists them to stay abreast of, and communicate about, one 
another's activities. 
Twitter's "geo-social" capacity to expand the scope of information-sharing from the local to 
state and national circuits was also demonstrated through this data. During the first Twitter event, 
Bendigo Weekly, Bendigo Advertiser and Bendigo MP and Minister for Public Transport and Ma-
jor Projects Jacinta Allan triggered the spike. For example: 
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RT @JacintaAllanMP: .@Greater_Bendigo thank you to Crs who stared down in-
tolerance &amp; intimidation tonight to support mosque. #bendigo is st ... 
This activity was then picked up and boosted by other journalists, politicians and media commen-
tators located outside the local area. Rather than changing their practices, live tweets from inside 
the council chamber show journalists and politicians fulfilling their traditional roles in scrutinis-
ing government and upholding public accountability (Lasorsa et al., 2012). 
'Anti~mosque protestors wouldn't he able to spell Bendigo' 
Across the three key Twitter events, only six of the 30 most retweeted accounts had an iden-
tifiable connection to the Bendigo region, such as residents, politicians and journalists. Impor-
tantly, the data reflect the situation on the ground, with media reports of the large anti-mosque 
protests emphasising that nfost of the participants were not "locals" (see, for example, Morris, 
2015; Vedelago, 2015). Other news items pointed to the powerful "out of town" network be-
hind the Bendigo anti-mosque campaign. Johnston (2014) revealed links to Queensland-based 
national group Restore Australia, which was also campaigning against mosques in Queensland 
and the Northern Territory. According to Johnston (2014), Restore Australia has affiliations with 
the English Defence League, known for anti-Islamic street protests, and Liberty Great Britain, a 
new far right politicalparty. This underlines an important aspect of the complexity faced by local 
government and news media dealing with local issues of national and global significance. 
From a geo-social perspective, public interest in local issues must be viewed in terms of their 
position in global information networks and flows. Journalists are increasingly using geographic 
territory as a signpost or marker to identify news across digital networks and to differentiate the 
"local take" on global issues (Hess, 2013). This can have negative effects. For example, using 
key words such as "Bendigo" and "mosque" in tweets might create clear signposts to an issue but, 
as interest intensifies outside the locality, the use of the word "Bendigo" remains an important 
symbol for those wishing to join the debate, regardless of whether they are familiar with the ter-
ritory and its people or not. News about the Bendigo mosque issue eventually linked the regional 
Victorian town to broader discussions on Muslims and controversy. For example, a Melbourne 
producer for a commercial broadcaster tweeted a comment made by Premier Andrews that was 
retweeted 53 times. 
RT @retweeter: Anti-mosque protesters "wouldn't be able to spell Bendigo" said 
Premier @DanielAndrewsMP http://t.co/Tfxr7mi2Nr 
Twitter interventions from powerful "outsiders" such as large media networks and political 
elites present challenges for local decision makers trying to tourniquet controversial discussion 
to those most affected within a "local" area. Bendigo council made just 29 tweets over the study 
period, clustered at the beginning and the end. Specifically, the data revealed that the council 
stopped tweeting about the mosque issue as the debate ignited across social media and generated 
significant national media attention. A geo-social framework highlights how Twitter interven-
tions from powerful "outsiders" can impact locally, but further research is needed to understand 
whether the council's silence on Twitter was a deliberate strategy and if so, what impact it had. 
The media's tweeting of the premier's comment highlights the new era in which local govern-
ment and media operate, and the need to reconsider the role and place of public discussion on 
local matters. This is especially challenging when "local" news organisations are situated in a 
geo-social environment, connected to and often owned by larger media players. This means con-
troversial issues can be immediately amplified across their networks. 
Analysis of the Twitter feed across the three key events shows that while suspected Twitter 
bots disseminated anti-mosque sentiment, this was not a dominant discussion. The platform was 
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mainly used by journalists and commentators to promote their work, and by other high-profile 
individuals to share "neutral" information or circulate pro-mosque commentary. In Twitter event 
3, reference to anti-Islamic groups as "fools" from the founder and chief executive officer of the 
Asylum Seeker Resource Centre generated the most traction. In Twitter event 2 it was a local 
resident, "@mosquesupporterl", whose comments attracted the most re-tweets: 
RT @mosquesupporter 1: I am being serious in Bendigo right now we have extrem-
ist groups from QLD NSW and WA and melbourne protesting a mosque here ... 
RT @mosquesupporterl: Police horses are here in Bendigo I am Disgusted this is 
my home town and extremist are protesting Mosque http://t.co/uovfMr ... 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that the dominant discussion on Facebook was quite different to 
Twitter, with anti-mosque activists and supporters in particular using it to share information and 
organise5• This raises questions about how different groups use different social media tools, but 
this is beyond the scope of the current discussion. 
Twitter 'shocker' and the power to suppress 
Anti-mosque councillor Elise Chapman's highly controversial Twitter activity in late Febru-
ary 2015 was the only instance where events and discussion that originated on Twitter made 
mainstream news headlines. In this case, traditional news values of controversy and conflict again 
motivated journalists, and elevated Twitter as a news source. Chapman posted graphic images 
of five baby girls with mutilated genitals on Twitter in response to a comment from a mosque 
supporter, with the caption: "Would you like your fanny sliced off too?". The Age's coverage 
of the incident (Bucci & Spooner, 2015) was retweeted 22 times, making it the most frequently 
published tweet on the topic. The incident is clearly newsworthy from at least three perspectives. 
In terms of political context, anti-mosque protesters had an appeal before the Victorian Civil and 
Administrative Tribunal, which was attracting statewide media coverage in the days preceding 
the controversial tweet. The image and words generated public offence, outrage and shock and, 
finally, Chapman's actions put her in direct conflict with the council. Mainstream media cover-
age intensified and enlarged the controversy. The Age reported that Chapman had not signed the 
council's code of conduct, which contained general guidelines for behaviour but made no men-
tion of social media (Bucci & Spooner, 2015). This raises .. further questions beyond the scope 
of this article about policies and procedures for dealing with councillors' social media activity. 
Across the Twitter timeline, anti-mosque supporters were most active in relation to the Chapman 
incident, with some entreating Twitter users to sign a pro-Chapman petition and others retweeting 
messages such as: 
I support @Elise_ Chapman to keep Bendigo safe, to stop the #BendigoMosque 
&amp; #stopviolenceagainstwomen - Keep fighting 
Chapman's tweet and the wide public reaction it generated showed how quickly the mosque 
debate could be unfettered from the local planning issue and narrow around an Islamophobic 
discourse (Bowe & Mal<ld, 2015; De Froster, 2015). Many of the comments represented Muslims 
within negative stereotypical binaries and had the potential to impact on social cohesion and qual-
ity of life in ways beyond the immediate debate. 
The role of Twitter as a global corporation and its power to silence aspects of the debate 
also deserve attention. While Twitter is often considered a neutral information platform, scholars 
have argued social media should be studied in terms of power relationships (see Picard, 2015). 
Of particular note is Twitter's power to "silence" the views of Elise Chapman in response to 
her genital mutilation tweet. Twitter suspended her public account in light of the material and a 
request from Twitter users to take it down. The Age reported: "A Twitter spokesman had earlier 
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said he could not comment on specific cases but encouraged the reporting of offensive material 
(Bucci & Spooner, 2015). 
Here Twitter demonstrates its capacity to suppress Elise Chapman's voice from the public 
Twitter arena and provides a glimpse of its power to moderate debate. This type of silencing 
is indicative of media power, demonstrating that Twitter can limit public discussion as well as 
enable participation and facilitate deliberative processes. The City of Greater Bendigo's lack of 
engagement with Twitter on this issue is noteworthy. Other absences and silences in the data in-
clude Bendigo's Muslim community and the Bendigo newspapers, which were active in Twitter 
event 1, but absent from events 2 and 3. Qualitative examination is needed to understand these 
silences and absences. 
Conclusion 
This research has taken a geo-social approach to the study of cultural controversy in a local 
setting. We have demonstrated its value from a methodological point of view and extended its 
use in understanding local issues in digital spaces. Drawing on "Bendigo" as a key search term 
on Twitter has highlighted how local territory can serve as a signpost for issues that extend across 
international networks, such as the anti-mosque movement. We have highlighted that in a global 
information flow such as Twitter, context and content afforded by print and online news spaces 
can be lost, leaving shards of the story for social media followers, especially those outside the 
locality. Furthermore, a geo-social framework helps us understand the ways in which people lo-
cated within these spaces are perceived as "insiders" or "outsiders". For example, the Premier's 
tweet that "protesters wouldn't know how to spell Bendigo" demonstrates an attempt to position 
those who opposed the mosque as outsiders - geographically and culturally. 
The Bendigo mosque issue engaged a wide range of stakeholders on the ground - from Ben-
digo 's Muslim community and local institutions including education providers, churches and 
businesses to nationalist groups, refugee action groups, state politicians ang international Muslim 
and anti-Muslim networks. When viewed in terms of civic participation, this can be understood 
as an issue that attracted wide public interest, interaction and debate over the study period. Sig-
nificantly, this diversity of opinion and engagement was not reflected on Twitter, where a narrow 
range of mainstream media and high-profile political and social agents dominated discussion. 
The three spikes in Twitter activity were closely tied to newsworthy events. Furthermore, our 
analysis found news outlets and journalists' Twitter usage was shaped around traditional media 
logics including news values and elite sources. Journalists' retweets of other news content did lit-
tle to create a more open or participatory discussion. Their promotional practices had the indirect 
effect of emphasising conflict and circulating it outside local spaces into global digital networks. 
This research therefore contributes to the growing body of literature that questions the role of 
Twitter in relation to a deliberative democratic framework when so many media and high-profile 
agents are using it as a promotional tool, dominating the Twitter feed or choosing to ignore it 
completely, rather than engaging in discussion and debate. 
Notes 
1. For background and explanation of the Bendigo mosque planning controversy, see Stewart, 
2015; Johnston, 2014. 
2. www.bendigo.vic.gov.au 
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3. Deakin University's Human Research Ethics Committee granted ethics exemption for the 
project on October 26, 2015. 
4. We have de-identified any data that may belong to private individuals. 
5. The authors have had casual conversations with several Bendigo-based journalists who 
pointed to Facebook as a key forum in the mosque controversy. 
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